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New York is banning the distribution of single-use plastic bags statewide on Sunday, a move with the ambitious 
goal of reducing the billions of discarded bags that stream annually into landfills, rivers and oceans. 


The law forbids most businesses from handing out the thin bags that are ubiquitous in supermarkets, bodegas and 
boutiques, making New York the third state to bar the bags after California, where a ban has already changed the 
way millions of people shop, and Oregon, where one took effect last month. 


If successful, the transition could spur a cultural sea change as significant as the end of smoking in bars, or the shift 
in attitudes ushered by seat belt laws: Once optional, buckling up is now so automatic for most people that it 
happens almost unconsciously. 


New Yorkers currently use 23 billion plastic bags each year, state officials say, many of which end up as one of the 
most problematic forms of garbage. They blow across streets and become caught in trees. They harm birds and 
marine creatures. They clog sorting machines, making recycling them cumbersome. 


Measures in other countries and localities have significantly reduced plastic bag use, and a study in Washington 
found a 5-cent bag fee there had cut down on plastic pollution in waterways. 


The laws - including a de facto ban in Hawaii, where all counties forbid such bags - also aim to address climate 
change by reducing the planet-warming emissions from making the petroleum-based bags. 


California's ban led to a 72-per-cent drop in plastic bag use. Although the law passed narrowly in a referendum - 
and opinions on it remain divided - implementation was relatively smooth. 


New York's Department of Environmental Conservation does not plan on fining stores that continue to distribute 
bags on Day 1. Instead, the state has created an assiduous public education effort, called #BYOBagNY, essentially 
asking shoppers to build a new habit: bringing reusable bags. Proponents say that it will soon become a reflex. 


There is already concern from some business owners and customers, who worry that the ban will make it hard to 
shop without planning ahead, or will impose new costs. 


But just thinking about how to carry a purchase, officials and environmental advocates say, could lead to an even 
larger shift, making people more mindful of what they buy and where it ends up. 


"This is the first really big push back against disposable culture," said Peter Iwanowicz, a longtime environmental 
official and advocate, and a member of the state's new Climate Action Council. 


"This feels to me like a seminal moment, like the first indoor smoking bans or tobacco taxes," he added. 
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"Right now, the bag is just so automatic for both you and the clerk. You accept the bag handed to you even though 
you didn't need it for that one greeting card." 


There are exceptions to the bag ban: Plastic can be used for takeout food; uncooked meat or fish and other 
products that could contaminate items; weighed produce; and prescription drugs. Newspaper bags, garment bags 
and bags sold in bulk, like trash or recycling bags, are also exempt. 


Paper bags are still allowed, and local governments can impose a 5-cent fee for each one a customer takes. 
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